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MADAME DE STAEL AND 
THE PHILOSOPHY OF “ L’ALLEMAGNE. 
By Joseph F. Charles, 

Author of- Modern Thought and Modern Thinkers .” 

« L es grandes pensees viennent du coeur. 


III. 

THE word philosophy has for some time been considerably out 
nf favour It is thus with all words of very extended sigmfica- 
tion • they are the object of the blessings or curses of the human 
race ’according to the happy or unhappy circumstances in which 
they are employed. But, notwithstanding the abuse or praise 
of individuals, or nations, the value of philosophy, liberty, and 
relimon does not change. Man may curse the sun, love, or life. 
He°has suffered, and has found himself being consumed by these 
forces of Nature, but for all that would he extinguish them ? 

Among the different branches of philosophy, metaphysics has 
more especially employed the German mind. The subjects with 
which it is concerned may be divided into three classes: the 
first is occupied with the mystery of creation, that is to say, wit 1 
the infinite in all things ; the second with the formation of the 
ideas of the human mind ; and the third with the exercise o 
our faculties without investigating their origin. > 

The first of these studies, that which concerns itself wit t e 
secret of the universe, was cultivated by the Greeks, as it is now 
by the Germans. It cannot be denied that such an 
however sublime in principle, makes us feel our weakness at eac^ 
step, and discouragement must follow our fruitless efforts, 
utility of the third class of metaphysical observations, that w * 
confines itself to the knowledge of the acts of our understan ^ 
can hardly be contested ; but this utility is limited to t ie^o' ^ 
of our daily experiences. The philosophical meditations 
second class, those which are directed to the nature o t ic 
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taneous y „ r ,f lt needs external objects to provoke its acdon 
we sra, have further light on man's free wilfand Tongue*, y 
on the nature of vice and virtue. 1 ^ 

philosophers. It is easy to understand that if the difference is at 
the source it will show itself in the whole course. 

the underT T meth °, ds ° f co "templating the metaphysics of 

nation o the tlf : C m thCOry ’ ° r by resu,ts ' The exami- 
nat on of the theory requ.rcs a capacity to which I do not 

pretend but it is easy to observe the influence of a given meta- 
p lys.cal opinion on the development of mind and soul. Scrip- 
ture tells us we must judge the prophets by their works. This 
maxim will also guide us amongst the different schools of philo- 
sophy ; for all that which belongs to immortality can never be a 
mere sophism. This life can have no value unless it subserves 
to the religious education of our heart ; unless it prepares for a 
higher destiny by the free choice of virtue on earth. Meta- 
physics, social institutions, arts, and sciences can only be prized 
in so far as they assist the moral perfecting of man. That is a 
touchstone that is given to both the learned and the ignorant • 
for if the knowledge of the means belongs only to the initiated’ 
the results are plain to all men. 

It is necessary to have the habit of the method of reasoning 
used in geometry fully to comprehend metaphysics. In this 
science, as in that of arithmetic, the smallest link missed destroys 
the whole chain of evidence. Metaphysical reasonings are more 
abstract but not less precise than those of mathematics, and yet 
their object is indefinite. In metaphysics the two most opposite 
faculties must be united, imagination and reasoning. It is a 
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111 ^ w iththe same exactitude as a field, 

cloud that must be measured of attention. Never 

and no study requ.re * g questions there is always a point of 
theless, in all these is that which I propose to seize 

view open to every one, 

and to present. one of the greatest thinkers of 

One day I was asking me j n his system of ethics 

Germany, if he could n The one depends on the other, 

rather than in his me tap y • ^ & deep one . It suggests 

he replied to me. T » must nee cls take in philo- 

all the motives for the interest o 

sophy ' * horned to consider philosophy as destruc- 

° n e has been t ^ ifc would be the true enemy 

is 

- i nvest *' 


^heenTgraof has been the object of the fruit- 

less meditations of many men worthy indeed o adm.rat.on 

since they felt themselves called to something higher than this 

world. Noble souls wander ceaselessly around the abyss o 
infinite thought, but the human mind wearies itself m vain in 
its efforts to scale the heavens. 

The origin of thought has occupied all true philosophers. 
Are there two natures in man ? If there is but one, is it soul or 
matter? If two, are ideas produced by the senses, or are they 
born in the soul, or are they a mixture of the action of external 
objects and of our spiritual faculties ? 

To these three questions, which have in all time divided the 
philosophical world, is attached the further question which 
concerns virtue more immediately — whether necessity or free 
will govern the actions of men ? 


In the ancient world necessity arose from the will of the 
gods ; in modern times we attribute necessity to circumstances. 
Necessity among the ancients was but a foil to free-will, for the 
will of man struggled against events, and moral resistance was 
invincible. Modern fatalism, on the contrary, necessarily 
destroys the belief in free-will. If circumstances make us such' 
as we are, we cannot oppose their ascendancy. If external 
objects are the cause of all that takes place in our soul, what 
independent thought can free us from their influence ? "1 h e 
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fatalism which came from heaven filled the soul with a holy 
terror, whilst the one that binds us to earth can but degrade us. 
What is the use of all this questioning ? one may say ; to which 
may be lepliea, Of what use is any other? For what can be 
more important for man than to know if he is truly responsible 
for his actions, and what is the connection of the power of the 
will with the rule of circumstances over it ? What would con- 
science be if our habits alone had given it birth ? If it were 
only the product of the sounds, the colours, the sense— in a 
word, of the general circumstances that had environed us in our 
infancy ? 

Metaphysics, which seek to discover what is the source of our 
ideas, must necessarily therefore powerfully affect the nature 
and strength of our will. This philosophy therefore is both the 
highest and most necessary knowledge, and the advocates of 
the supreme utdity, that is, of moral modern utility, cannot afford 
to despise it. 


